
Glossary

dost

cuckoo-song

cuckoo-strain

doubtful

toll

iterance

Summary

Sonnet XXI

does

the song of the cuckoo bird

the notes of the cuckoo song

uncertain, unconvinced

To ring (as in'tolling of a bell ')

repetition, doing something again

She
yet
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This sonnet shows far more
acceptance of the loffi-a'ffimfr.Tne persona begs him
to tell her again and again that
he loves her. She says she can
never hear words of his love too
much, The love seems to have
been accepted and the thrill it
gives the persona, now she has
opened her heart to it, is
immense.

The sonnet is addressed to the lover who is affectionately
called "Beloved". Of the poems set for study, this is the first
time sIeG3bFtnly referred to him as the one she loves.

Discussion

entreats him to repeat his words of love: "say again and
ost love me". The repetition of
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"again" adds emphasis to her entreaW and her tone is
plead ThiisllsTiFerent to the preceding sonnffiffiI and
ffiffiicn centre more on the lover. While the persona's
affection is implied, it is not the focus. This progression
shows her acceptance of her reliance on the love. To many
this sonnet reveals she the love has become essential to

She likens his telling her he loves her, the simple "word
repeated", to a cuckoo-song. A cuckoo has a call much like
its name and is a constant repetition of this sound - cuck-
oo, cuck-oo, cuck-oo, cuck-oo. She says thatt how he
treats it. Some have seen this to show he speaks of his love
non-stop and that, while she delights in this, she doesn't
want him to underestimate their impoftance to her. possibly
she means that he is sporadic in his outbursts since a
cuckoo comes only a few months to England but this seems
unlikely given his letters to her, Either way, she wants him
to realise his words of love are essential to her life and not
mere sounds.

She represents this idea by reminding her lover that the
cuckoo is the htrld_qf_Spllq In Britain, the song of the
cuckoo is said to be a first sign of Spring. The persona
makes the point that without the song, the land C'hill &
plain, / Valley & woodJ would not be made green. Hence
she links thegrtAo-song:lhe fertiliW and life of the laqd.
Remember, Spring symbolically, is the time of feCundiVand
new lifQ. Like the song of the cuckoo complete the season,
his words of love give her life wholeness. In this way, the
love of Browning caffitt Browning life.

The exclamation marks reflect the depth of her feeling and
the impoftance she attached to his love. To contrast this
bright, idyllic image of Spring she speaks of her life's past
darkness and the uncertainty she felt:
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I, amid the darkness greeted
By a doubtful spirit

Don't forget in sonnet I she arso depicted her rife as in
darkness and she commented before Browning she was
living death in life. Here the persona is expressing her
incredulity at his love. It seems she feared his candour
L/Erurs ucLcru5tr ur ner uouoEs Dut now she has changed,
T@ helP show this as does the
excramauon mark after "lovest". Her joy is clear and this
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before because of her doubts but now she has cha

sonnet is far more frank and vibrant as she shares that
delight.
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she then speaks of other things that there can never be toomany of - stars and flowers, Notably these are both
elements of the natural world and through this association
Barret Browning implies his words of love are equaily 

-

natural. The repetition of the line structure (*Too *uny ...,though each...'J creates a pleasant aural echo which reflects
her desire for reiteration. This is then reinforced in the line"Say though dost love me, love me, love me,, which not onlymimics the cuckoo-song but arso her breathtess pteasuie.

She then asks for the .,silver iLerance,, to be tolted, as in
rung like a belr. The use of silver works on many revels. It isthe colour of the cuckoo nirO bffi ofvalue. It also refers to sweet talking as in 'silver tongued,
and has aurar attractiveness in thelssonance of the.'i,,.

However, as a finar commenf the persona reminds the rover
that she also wantq to be loved spiritu iorl;not just with his words. so while words are importini to r.,u,.
she reminds him she needs a spiritualJonnection. Here
Barrett Browning reminds us 6Ts'iifrffiiv where she
wants to be loved for "love's sake". Referring to the lover agz,
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"dear" she once again reveals her own affection. The sonnet
does not end in unrestrained rapture but is qoffrsl.led and
seriou;, as befits the sonnet form.

Ideas

The power of love / Love provides hope

This sonnet, like many of those earlier, explores the
impoftance and power of lwe. Now that she has
experiences love the persona seems-unableto be fulfilled
Ulgut .it. She uses the image of the cuckoo-song and how
it symbolises the awakenjrurofsprhg. This paraUeh-her
owB;ratakeeing. The love she has received and felt has
given her life - quite literally when we remember that
Barrett Browning had actually accepted that her end was
coming and that she was awaiting death before she met
Browning. So in the same way that the cuckoo signals the
beginning of life, so too has the lover's affection, Her health
has improved by the sheer power of the unexpected love.
There iS an optimiqtic hope for thejutu{€€yrnbolised by the
significance of his repeated-urords-ollqye. She feels they
can mean more than simple sounds.

It is essential you appreciate the
importance of spring as a symbol
in the poem and remember that
in the Northern Hemisphere
spring follows a far colder,
bleaker winter than we will ever
know in the Southern
Hemisphere. When temperatures
drop below zero and ice lays thick on the ground flora and
fauna withdraw. Hence winter is used to symbolise death.
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In this way the metaphor of the cuckoo-song is a powerful
technique to show the
It is the power of the to@r.

The necessity of love for fulfilment

Linked to the importance of rove is the idea of the necessityof love' It is interesting that the uncerlain persona of theearlier sonnets has been repraced by this, armost nrazen,
speaker who insists on hearing words of iove. This is ironic
since in sonnet XIII she was refusing to articurate herfeelings. The sonnet explains this chbnge by the
dependence the persona has developed for love. It has
strengthened her physicaily and emotionaily. The rove thatshe has received and fert has arso awakened her need iorsuch affection. Love has shown her the way to self_ 

--

fulfilment. She uses the image of the cuckoo_song
completing spring to show this.

Indeed the desperation in the preading tone she uses whenshe begs, "Beloved, say again and yet again / That thoudost love me" revears her need. she emphasises srre cannever hear too much and this is because, rike the cuckoo-song compretes the arrivar of spring, his rove furfirs her,giving her vitality.

Mofta/ity

Ihg-n.y bifth image of spring estabrishes her new interestin life. The love is making hei comprete and it reminds usthat Barrett Browning is being sustained and made heariiythrough the love. It is clear she has rejected thougnb ;ideath.



Sonnet XXI - Questions

1. Summarise this poem in FIVE points.

2. In your own words, explain how Barrett Browning makes
the image of the cuckoo-song an effective way to represent
the impotance of his words of love.

3. a. Examine the structure of the sonnet. Summarise its
features (ie, rhyme scheme, line stresses, line
syllables, idea development)

b. How tightly is it organised?

4. Explain how Barrett Browning has used punctuation to
help represent her ideas.

5, What is the effect of referring to stars and flowers in the
sestet?

6, Create a visual representation that reflects the ideas of
this sonnet, You might focus on the power of love but might
also include ideas about the necessity of love for fulfilment.
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